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Improving the Effectiveness of
Reporting through the School
Accountability Report Card
Paul Lorton, Jr.1
University of San Francisco
Lisa Kline & Jan Link
Research, Planning & Accountability
San Francisco Unified School Disrict

Summary
Technology has been used effectively in the San Francisco Unified School District’s
effort to produce a timely and accurate School Accountability Report Card (SARC) since the
inception of that California state requirement in 1988. During that time advances in technology
have allowed the district’s thinly staffed group responsible for the effort to keep ahead of the
growing burden placed on the SARC by the evolving requirements of the law.
It is time that the same technology used to produce the SARC is used to make the SARC
more useable by the public who demanded its implementation in the first place. This report
covers our efforts to take advantage of today’s best technology - powerful computers, flexible
software and a pervasive infrastructure – to deliver SARC information in a comprehendible form
to the parents and community who support the schools.

Introduction
In his recent (February 7, 2006) report on the state of education in California, State
Superintendent of Instruction Jack O’Connell commented about California’s School
Accountability Report Card (SARC), “These report cards that were intended to let parents and
communities know how individual schools were doing, have become so unreadable that a UCLA
study found them harder to comprehend than several IRS forms and Microsoft Windows XP
Driver Installation Instructions!” (www.cde.ca.gov/eo/in/se/yr06stateofed.asp)
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Improving the effectiveness of Reporting through
the School Accountability Report Card

In 1988, the voters of California passed an initiative (Proposition 98), known as "The
Classroom Instructional Improvement and Accountability Act." As a result of that act, to quote
from the California Department of Education’s web site:
Public schools throughout California are required to provide information about themselves to
the community in the form of an annual School Accountability Report Card. These report cards
provide a variety of data to allow the public to evaluate and compare schools in terms of student
achievement, environment, resources and demographics. (from: www.cde.ca.gov/ope/sarc/)

With the addition of the Federally mandated No Child Left Behind Accountability Report
Card, school accountability report cards have become a primary vector for communicating
evaluative information to the parents and community about the schools.
The importance of that vector cannot be under estimated but the ability of the SARC to
deliver that information effectively or even cogently is suspect.
Over the years since the beginning of the California SARC, the San Francisco Unified
School District (SFUSD) has taken advantage of progress in technology to produce an
increasingly easy to maintain SARC effort. As was reported at last year’s conference in Toronto,
work over the past two decades has seen a growingly complex SARC produced with the same
level of staffing that started the project in 1989. Today production is more easily accomplished
than it was at the beginning of the effort as progress in hardware, software and infrastructure
have brought the web, internet, amazingly powerful hardware and easily used software into
accomplishing a task that has grown in scope and complexity some 8 fold.
However, that same development in technology has yet to be applied to the delivery side
of the SARC effort.
The purpose of this project is to advance the informing goal of the SARC effort through
technological improvements so that the consumers of all the careful effort in producing the
SARC can be assisted in making effective use of the information in the SARC now available to
every parent and community member. The same ease in data gathering that has been provided
by the flexibility of the World Wide Web can be used to make delivery of that information to the
community easy and effective.
Through a continuation of the work started with an advisory group of parents five years
ago which produced an abbreviated version of the 30+ page document, we are evaluating
technology which will deliver complex information about SFUSD Schools in an easily
understood and utilized way. With this process we will begin to move the locus of evaluation of
the school’s efforts to the consumers of that evaluation.

Intention of Prop 98
The intention of Prop 98 (passed in 1988 with Yes: 4,689,737 (50.7%); No: 4,500,503
(49.3%)) was to provide sufficient funding to restore California’s schools to an earlier glory and
make them accountable to the people of the State for how the money was spent. Specifically, the
initiative sought to:
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SECTION 2. Purpose and Intent. The People of the State of California find and declare that:
(a) California schools are the fastest growing in the nation. Our schools must make room for an
additional 130,000 students every year.
(b) Classes in California's schools have become so seriously overcrowded that California now has
the largest classes of any state in the nation.
(c) This act will enable Californians to once again have one of the best public schools systems in
the nation.
(d) This act will not raise taxes.
(e) It is the intent of the People of California to ensure that our schools spend money where it is
most needed. Therefore, this Act will require every local school board to prepare a School
Accountability Report Card to guarantee accountability for the dollars spent.
(see: www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/sa/prop98.asp)

The funding part has been a political discussion ever since but class sizes were reduced
and additional funding has been made available although not as graciously the Prop 98’s
proponents might have wished.
On the accounting side, the School Accountability Report Card (SARC) with its initial
contents well defined by Prop 98 has had some success and is now an accepted part of each
school’s procedures.

Making the Law Real – the Legislative History
In Appendix A is a list from the California State Department of Education of the key
pieces of legislation that have governed the implementation and expansion of the SARC over its
almost 20 year history. As can be seen from the summary list below, every couple of years the
legislature visits the SARC mostly to expand what is reported and to refine implementation
details that may have been vague in the original law.
Prop 98
SB 1665
AB 572
AB 568
SB 1632
[PL 107-110
SB 550
SB 687

Nov 1998
Jan 1995
Jan 1998
Jan 1998
Sep 2000
Sep 2002
Sep 2004
Jan 2006

School Accountability
Add instructional minutes
Added 7 numerical items
Internet availability and annual update
Standardized template, increased data detail
NCLB]
William settlement
Added details

In 2002, the No Child Left Behind federal act went into effect and cemented the
“Accountability Report Card” idea into educational processes. The California SARC was
adapted to this new task – a minor change – and continued in its evolution.

Actual Use
Making the law real involves implementation at the school level. In the structure of the
school system in California, the County and District boards have a lot of influence and over sight
but the Law wants each school to produce an Accountability Report Card. Ideally the process
AEA
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starts with the SARC’s invention followed by a group of educators and the constituencies who
gather to develop a responsive document. That was done in San Francisco in the 1988-89 school
year and a SARC was designed. It was four standard pages which could be printed on 11” by
17” paper, folded and mailed or sent to the parents of the districts students.
The evolution of the SARC developed gradually, functionally and grounded in use and
feedback for each group involved. For the first ten years of its life, the SARC was refined and the
handling of the information was improved. Each year 50 to 60 thousand SARCs were produced
and distributed to the parents in the district.
Expansion of the SARC
Then the SARC expanded from information which could be produced on 4 pages to a
document which would cover from 20 to 30 pages mostly dense with numbers. However, the
system designed to produce the four pages was easily scaled to produce the larger document.
Printing of tens of thousands of copies did end, however.
Used experience to design a useful form
We know how to develop these things with a usual well worn process involving the
following steps:
Focus groups
Prototype
Evaluation/Feedback
Yielding a Product which then evolves
This process was followed as much as possible as the SARC expanded and as it was used
to perform other functions.

Focus on the Input side
Because the immediate problem from the inception of the SARC through its first 15 years
was on how to get the data and text from the school sites into integrated whole, the first phases
focused on that issue. Now, however, the focus can and has shifted to the output needed to \serve
the groups for which he SARC was always intended – the parents and public who fund the
schools. These are the groups who sought the information in the first place and to whom the
SARC is to be useful.
The Williams Case Settlement and the SARC
One example of how this is supposed to work involved several students from through-out
the state of California who sued the State because they were not being provided with decent
schools – Appendix B is a brief note about this case from the California State Department of
Education. Going back to the original intention of Prop 98, these students, it was argued, had not
been served well by the State in its effort to live up to the funding and reporting mandates in that
AEA
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law. Because the reporting on school conditions, qualifications of teachers and access to
instructional materials was inadequate in fact, further legislation (see SB 550) was enacted to
refine what was reported in the SARC
So the SARC grew in girth and complexity to incorporate these new requirements.

The UCLA Study: Grading the Report Card (posted 9/15/05)
Then a miracle happens (actually not much of a miracle but somewhat miraculous in its
result) – someone cries out that the emperor has no clothes – in this case a study1 by UCLA Law
School on how well the SARC is doing its job of communication. The intention of the report
card was to report to the people of the state of California. A group of UCLA Law Students
looked at the law and the SARC and found that the purpose of the law was not being met in
many ways for one paramount reason – it was unreadable. The quote on page 1 from the State
Superintendent of Public Instruction from this report summarizes it very well. The following
quote is also telling:
We conducted two focus groups with parents at UCLA to get a more nuanced view of how
people understand the SARC. These parents were diverse and included professors, administrators,
students, and janitors and other campus workers. Participants provided detailed assessments of the
SARC. One parent of a middle school child described the experience by saying, “I can
understand the words and the numbers but it’s not making any sense to me.” Another parent, who
is both a law student and former teacher, said, “I taught for years and I still don’t understand this.”
(from www.idea.gseis.ucla.edu/publications/sarc/index.html)

The UCLA effort did cause many to revisit their efforts. For our part, we had been
working on producing something which recalled the earlier four-page effort that had really been
quite successful. The state also looked at the actual use of the SARC from the field in order to
find out how it was being used and what improvements might be made.

The CDE Survey (March 2006)
In March 2006, the California Department of Education (CDE) launched a Web-based survey that
asked county office of education, school district, and charter school SARC coordinators to respond
to questions about their experience with preparing and publishing school report cards.
(see: www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/sa/survey2006.asp)

The results of that survey, available in detail on the CDE site, indicated the degree to
which the SARC was useful and the degree to which its production was a burden to the schools.
For our discussion at present, the following table of responses to the last question of the survey is
informative. The purpose of the SARC is to inform the public. It has been taken as a
particularly useful way to communicate about the schools to the parents. Thus the responses of
those surveyed to what concerns parents have expressed to them is quite helpful.

1

The full report and a summary is available at www.idea.gseis.ucla.edu/publications/sarc/index.html
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24. What concerns about the SARC have you heard from parents? (check up to three)
Number of
Responses

Response
SARC is too long and complex, unattractive to parents
Information is out of date by the time it appears
Parents do not understand how to interpret some of the information
Parents have alternate sources for the information, SARC is duplicative
SARC does not present a fair and balanced account of a school's strengths and weaknesses
No concerns, it is a useful tool for parents
Parents cannot find the information they want in the SARC
Other

Percent of
Responses

335
149
141
87
44
37
26
43

100.0
44.5
42.1
26.0
13.1
11.0
7.8
12.8

One hundred percent of the respondents listed the concern that the SARC is not “user
friendly.”

SFUSDs Highlight Effort
In San Francisco, we were not unaware of the potential difficulty when the SARC
expanded and worked to produce an abbreviated version. This highlight version produced in two
pages (one narrative and one with numerical information) was designed with the known process
– focus group, prototype, etc., and has been quite successful in its way. Most actual use at school
sites in San Francisco is heavily oriented toward this highlight version and not the full version.

Present Direction
Our present direction is focused on the output side of the SARC in an effort to make the
system: 1. truly dynamic and interactive, 2. even easier to maintain and develop, 3. inherently
responsive to the user. We are returning to the fundamental issues that brought about the SARC
in the first place – reporting to the public, and devoting the same energy which made the input
side so manageable and scalable.

Solutions
The solution to the problems uncovered by the UCLA study and inherent in the solution
to the Williams case charges is to take better advantage of the technology to accomplish on the
output side what has already been accomplished on the information collection side – a system of
relative ease to use and one which is available 24/7 in every nook and cranny when computing
can seep (this will reveal other problems which we will note just as we leave this discussion.
“CNET” Comparative Shopping
Electronic comparative shopping is such any easy joy these days that those who dwell on
line a lot wonder how one could think of shopping in the brick-and-mortar/ by-hand world.
CNET’s subsidiary mySimon, one of the early sites devoted solely to this sort of information
presentation is a good, simple model for how one aspect of the system for gathering information
from the SARC effort ought to work.
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Web based Office Apps
A growing number of forms are developing fairly
simple and small footprint approaches to accomplishing the
task associated with Microsoft’s Office applications and these
can be done via the web. This is part of an emerging
reorganization of web approaches that are advancing under
such titles as Web 2.01 (a second generation approach to web
applications which sees the web as an interactive platform) and
AJAX which was defined in 2005 as
… a new approach to web applications that we
at Adaptive Path have been calling Ajax. The name
is shorthand for Asynchronous JavaScript + XML,
and it represents a fundamental shift in what’s
possible on the Web.2

Both of these initiatives are combining to enable the
development of very sophisticated and interactive applications
available via the World Wide Web at just the time when such universally available tools can
provide the means for achieving every level of ease in delivery of the output information from
the SARC that users would require the overcome the difficulties cited above.
Many of these applications are in their early stages of
development and are not yet suitable for production applications
but that time will come much more rapidly that we will be able
to prepare for it. By starting now with defining the needs and
requirements for the presentation of information, the access to the information will be available
when the applications are mature enough to support it.
“Googling”
Finally, the capability that we wish to build into the system is to be able to search for
something with the same sophistication that is growing with the Google search engine and the
very term that is coming to be find something on the web – mostly though Google’s search
facility. That this capability can be customized to fit the needs of the using community makes
the idiom and tool very attractive for an effort seeking to help users receive exactly the
information they seek. Many technical sites do take advantage of this capability for it is a
commitment of their culture to be a part of what ever is new, dynamic and, especially, electronic.
As an example, the OpenOffice site (www.openoffice.org), a gift to the community of Sun
Microsystems, has a Google powered search of its documentation as part of its site.
As a brief note to an entry point for this capability, the Google web site provides:
1

See the discussion on the conference site at www.web2con.com/web2con/
Garrett, Jesse James Ajax: A New Approach to Web Applications from
www.adaptivepath.com/publications/essays/archives/000385.php
2
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Google Search Appliance APIs
The Google Search Appliance Search Protocol is a simple HTTP-based protocol for
serving search results. Search administrators have complete control over how search results are
requested and presented to end users. The Google Search Appliance Feeds Protocol allows a
customer or a third-party developer to write a custom connector to feed a data source into the
Google Search Appliance for processing, indexing, and serving. The Google Search Appliance
Authorization Protocol allows a customer's web service to authorize users to access specific
documents for searching in real-time, leveraging their existing security and access control
environment (from http://code.google.com/apis.html)

This solution will provide considerable power and flexibility but it does require a certain
amount of organization of the information to be search which will be part of the next phase.

Prototype and Testing
The emphasis can shift because the major problems with gathering data are under control
and methods for solving any problem that remain are well understood. The emphases has shifted
because the UCLA, Williams and CDE reports emphasize that the SARC, even as these efforts
smooth the edges and fill-in the gaps, is not easily used by those who do actually use it.
As the solution path we have outlined and begun above show, we have a way of
proceeding though this phase.

Refining and Deploying
After the prototyping and testing is accomplished in happy consort with the evolving and
emerging technology of Web 2.0, we will easily be able to deploy the system and to refine it with
the same natural ease with which the input side has grown.
There is nothing about the process of getting the new forms of revealing SARC
information out to the waiting public that is partially novel – not nearly as novel as the tools
which will be used in the development effort. However there is a problem of access to access.
The technology will make the information accessible but what will make the technology
accessible.
We have some ideas on this which are moving along with the developmental effort before
us – various attempts have been made to help the community most in need of the assistance to
have the same sort of information technology access that their children enjoy in the schools. As
we mentioned earlier – the path we take to solve our immediate problem will raise another issue
(access to access) but, just as we always thought carefully about the next step in making the
SARC information useful while we were struggling with making the input side easy and natural,
so we will be considering how to make the access playing field as level as it will need to be.
Meanwhile we expect to be back next year with solid details and an assessed report on
implementation progress and problems.
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Appendix A.
SARC Legislative History
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Appendix B.
Willaims Case & SARC
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Extra Text
Then another cry is heard – he emperor not only has no clothes but is hiding – in this case the
Public interest law firm.
And the need – let is look at a couple of schools and their evolution from integrated to not.
The changes are so momentous and bound in he structure of the state/federal oversight and
monitoring that it is difficult for LEAs to maintain a direction which diverges from the state’s
model toward something that is more useful and effective at the local level.
Rather than suggest that the state monitor vis local efforts, the state must perforce mandate how
the local level shapes the monitor-able effort because of the increasing constraint n the states
access to resources to accomplish the legislated mandates.
Focus groups and the environment can work hand in hand to maximize unanticipated
utility
Purpose is often obviated by zealous pursuit of the “kitchen sink” philosophy.
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